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Acquaintance rape on college campuses
Abstract
One of the issues colleges and universities have had to face in recent years is the growing problem of
sexual assault on their campuses. Koss (1988) found that 27% of college women surveyed in a national
sample of 6,159 students enrolled in 32 colleges and universities across the country were victims of
sexual assault. Rape, forced oral or anal intercourse, and/or sexual experiences in which intercourse is
not involved are included within the definition of sexual assault. Rape, in its broadest sense, is ''the act of
physically forcing a woman to have sexual intercourse" (Webster's Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary of
the English Language, 1989, p. 1191 ). Rape occurs under at least three circumstances. These include: (1)
stranger rape, in which the victim does not know the assailant; (2) acquaintance rape, in which the victim
and assailant know each other; and (3) date rape, in which the assault takes place when the victim and
assailant are on a date (Koss & Harvey, 1991 ).
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One of the issues colleges and universities have
had to face in recent years is the growing problem of
sexual assault on their campuses.

Koss (1988) found

that 27% of college women surveyed in a national sample
of 6,159 students enrolled in 32 colleges and universities
across the country were victims of sexual assault.

Rape,

forced oral or anal intercourse, and/or sexual experiences
in which intercourse is not involved are included within
the definition of sexual assault.

Rape, in its

broadest

sense, is ''the act of physically forcing a woman to have
sexual intercourse" (Webster's Encyclopedic Unabridged
Dictionary of the English Language, 1989, p. 1191 ).
Rape occurs under at least three circumstances.

These

include: (1) stranger rape, in which the victim does
not know the assailant; (2) acquaintance

rape, in

which the victim and assailant know each other; and
(3) date rape, in which the assault takes place when
the victim and assailant are on a date (Koss & Harvey,
1991 ).
Rape is considered the most frequently committed
serious crime in the United States (Ellis, 1989).

In

addition, date rape and acquaintance rape occur more
often than stranger rape.

Most date and acquaintance

rapes go unreported because victims think the
rape was their fault (Allison & Wrightsman, 1993).
Although most go unreported, Yegidis (1986) found that
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22% of college females reported a date rape occurrence
and 11% of college males admitted to committing date
rape at least once (Ellis, 1989).
There are many topics about rape that deserve
discussion.

The focus of this paper is on date and

acquaintance rape on college and university campuses.
The areas that will be discussed include: (1) victims
of date and acquaintance rape; (2) their assailants;
(3) how universities and colleges respond to rape on
campus; and (4) prevention methods of universities
and colleges.

Because the vast majority of date and

acquaintance rapes involve male assailants and
female victims, this paper will focus on assault of this
type.

The terms sexual assault and rape will be used

interchangeably in this paper. _Although the term sexual
assault describes more than rape, as indicated earlier,
forced sexual intercourse is the topic addressed here.
Who are the Victims?
Although victims may be men and women of any age,
most victims of campus sexual assault are usually females
between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four, where dating
occurs the most frequently.

As stated previously, sexual

assaults occur between acquaintances, mostly on dates.
A survey conducted by Ms. magazine regarding sexual
assault on college campuses across the United States
found that more than 50% of female respondents
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had experienced some type of sexual victimization.
Of the respondents who had been raped, nearly all knew
their attackers and more than half the assaults occurred
during a date (Warshaw, 1994).
Date rape and acquaintance rape often go
unreported.

Because the women know their attackers,

they may not think the assault was really rape.
The Ms. survey found three chief conditions that kept
women from reporting what had happened to them to campus
authorities: (1) when the rape took place between two
people who were dating; (2) when prior sexual intimacy
occurred between the two individuals; and (3) when
minimal violence was involved 4 (Warshaw, 1994).

In

addition, Bohmer and Parrot (1993) found that women often
feel they are to blame for their victimization if they
were wearing provocative clothing, going out with
someone they knew, and/or drinking too much alcohol.
Alcohol consumption is often associated with
campus rape.

According to Bohmer and Parrot (1993),

there is a greater chance that a male will ignore a
female's protests, both verbal and actions, if he has
been drinking.

Koss, Gidycz, and Wisniewski (1987)

found that alcohol consumption by the victim,
assailant, or both was involved in approximately 75%
of acquaintance rapes.

Another area that is related
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to date and acquaintance rape is the notion of women
as "safe" victims.
Women as Safe Victims
Women are considered "safe" victims when they
are raped by someone they date.

Because the woman

knows her attacker, she is likely to trust him more
than a stranger.

All to frequently, victims fail to

understand, or choose to disregard, cues that may
eventually result in a rape because of the attacker's
identity (Hall, 1995).

When an attack occurs, these

women are unlikely to report their rapes or to fight
back so they are perfect candidates for victimization
(Warshaw, 1994).
Women are taught to be safe victims through
socialization.

They are taught_by parents, teachers,

peers, and society rn general that being assertive
and aggressive are inappropriate behaviors.

Girls too

often are seen as weak, passive, and without opinions,
and they are expected to continue to be submissive
throughout adulthood.

According to Warshaw (1994),

women who seek physical and economic protection from
men are frequently discouraged from being independent.
In addition, women know that sexual intimacy should occur
in a relationship of love and that, in order to secure
a loving relationship, sex is expressed as the medium
of exchange (Warshaw, 1994).

Women involved
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in relationships love and trust the men with whom
they are involved.

Women are not frightened by being

alone with the men they love and trust.
abuse this trust by committing rape.
become safe victims to rapists.

Many men

Thus, women

Although not all

society encourages these stereotypes, they should be
recognized so women are no longer considered safe
victims by men they know.
Who are the Assailants?
Assailants in date and acquaintance rape appear
to be average people from every city or town and
from all walks of life.

They are friends, family

members, spouses, dates, and icquaintances.

In society

in general, studies have shown that the majority of
rapists are of average or above_average intelligence,
have received at least a high school diploma, and have
an income above poverty level.

Most assailants are

unable to form or maintain relationships that involves
emotional commitment or intimacy with any individual.
They lack the ability to trust, feel, or care about
others.

Assailants enjoy the power they have over

their victims, and rape itself has long been known
to be more about power than sex (Hall, 1995).
Many types of college men commit acquaintance
rape.

Most of those who commit assaults know that rape

is wrong; however, they do it because the chances of
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their being caught and convicted are extremely low.
Other men may feel that date and acquaintance rape are
not really rape, perhaps believing they are behaving
like "real" men.

According to Bohmer and Parrot

(1993), men most likely to rape in college are
fraternity pledges.

Martin and Hummer (1995) found

three characteristics involved within the pledge
experience.

They include: (1) to unite as a group;

(2) to depend on each other; and (3) to be as one
against outsiders.

Fraternities want pledges who

personify masculinity and who can converse easily with
women.

Pressure is put on pledges, as well as

full-fledged members, to be 18yal and tough.

Pledges

sometimes rape because a sexual assault is required
as part of initiation or becaust..e they believe they
must behave in a certain way to gain their brothers'
approval.

These expectations and heavy consumption of

alcohol in fraternity houses may be contributing
factors in sexual assaults.
Men who choose to live in all-male residence
halls are more likely to commit sexual assault than
those who choose co-ed residence halls.

According to

Bohmer and Parrot (1993), "men who elect to live in
all-male residences often do so in order to behave in
a violent or anti-social way, such as punching walls
or getting drunk" (p. 22).
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Another group at risk for committing date and/or
acquaintance rape are athletes.

Athletes who play

aggressive team sports like football or hockey are
more apt to commit rape than other athletes.

Bohmer

and Parrot (1993) found that "athletes are more likely
to sexually assault after a game, when they are out
either celebrating a win or drowning their sorrows
after a loss" (p. 22).

Many female students attend

such drinking parties because they want to be the
athletes' friends or girlfriends.

Due to athletes'

consumption of large quantities of alcohol, they may
have problems deciding whether a girl wants to be a
friend or is making a pass.

ie may perceive her actions

as flirtatious even though the exchange may be innocent
on her part.

He may even thin~ that his status as a

team member entitles him to sex (Bohmer and Parrot, 1993).
However, fraternity members and/or athletes
are not the only men who commit rape, and relatively
few of them actually commit rape.

Outside of alcohol

consumption and group membership, the leading
characteristics in determining if a man will become
an acquaintance rapist are big egos, cocky attitudes,
and anti-social behavior (Bohmer & Parrot, 1993).
Since these characteristics are more prevalent among
fraternity members and athletes, they commit more rapes
than their counterparts.
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College and University Responses
Date and acquaintance rapes occur on every type
of college and university campus.

Institutions

respond differently in how they handle reports of sexual
assault.

Some administrators take the charges seriously

by taking formal action.

For example, the assailant

is expelled from the institution.

Other administrators

may acknowledge the seriousness of the matter but
take no formal action, fearing that adverse publicity
will damage the institution's image, decrease alumni
giving, and the like.

In addition, it is also possible

that the institution will become a third party in
litigation, if the assault go~s beyond campus
authorities.

Administrators at yet other institutions

may not acknowledge that date qJld acquaintance rape
exist, that there is neither victim or assailant.
Such actions may lead female students to remain
silent after being attacked (Bohmer & Parrot, 1993).
As stated previously, an institution's response
to a victim's charge of date or acquaintance rape is
varied.

Most institutions have judicial boards to

review the charges and punish assailants.

Punishment

can range from probation to suspension to expulsion.
Most judicial boards are ill-prepared to handle the
complex proceedings of acquaintance rapes, and therefore,
rarely satisfy the parties involved, especially
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victims.

The Ms. survey found that none of the

respondents were completely satisfied with the outcome
of hearings at their college or university (Warshaw,
1994).
Victims may choose to file charges with the local
police.

In such instances, the assailants may be

brought to trial on the charge.
rape is difficult to prove.

However, acquaintance

Because the victim and

assailant know each other, the evidence often amounts
to little more than her word against his.

Juries often

find it difficult to decide which side to believe,
especially if the victim's past is brought into the
open.

For example, her claim~is often questioned if

plaintiff and defendant have previously had sex or even
if she has had sex with someone_else.

More often

than not, the victim, not the assailant, becomes the
one on trail.

In addition, acquaintance rape may

involve little actual physical violence.

These

factors, plus the fact that jurors may not think
acquaintance rape is as serious as stranger rape
may result in assailants' acquittal (Warshaw, 1994).
For these reasons colleges and universities, the
police, the courts, and society as a whole may need
to re-examine their attitudes toward victims and
laws pertaining to date and acquaintance rape.
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Prevention
Parrot and Bechhofer (1991) make several
recommendations for preventing date and acquaintance
rapes.

First, colleges and universities need to

acknowledge that sexual assaults occur.

In order to

emphasize the seriousness of acquaintance and date
rapes, institutions need to enforce their policies
regarding sexual assaults by punishing offenders.
Institutional rules should apply not only to enrolled
students, but also to faculty and staff.

Cases

involving campus visitors should be reported to the
local police.
Second, information reglrding the institution's
policies on sexual assaults and its punishments
should be distributed to all Siudents in the form of
brochures, pamphlets, news letter, and should be
explained in orientation and other public forums.

The

campus should make sure that its policies are common
knowledge on campus and in the surrounding
community.
Third, educational programs on date and
acquaintance rapes should be developed.

Female

students should be aware that rape is more likely
to occur in certain situations than others, like
at drinking parties or in fraternity houses.

In

addition, Finley and Cortey (1993) recommend that

11

programming be targeted to first-year students,
since they seem to be the most vulnerable victims.
Fourth, the tie between alcohol consumption
and acquaintance rape should be recognized.

As males

drink alcohol, they may become more aggressive and
more prone to sexual violence (Barbaree et. al., 1993).
The students affairs professionals need to work
aggressively to fight the problem of alcohol use
and/or abuse and the prevalence of acquaintance rape.
Lastly, faculty and staff should be trained
to recognize symptoms of acquaintance rape.

For

example, they should note differences in behavior,
attitude, and demeanor of vic'l:ims and assailants.
When a victim does come forward, they should know
what measures to take legally and provide the support
necessary to make the victim feel protected.
Conclusion
As a female college student, I feel that rape
is a very serious problem not only college campuses
but also in society.

Attitudes towards rape victims

and assailants have changed; however, the views that
the female really meant yes, even though she
repeatedly said no, and that the male just cannot
help himself too often persist.

Both campus laws

and attitudes need to change before this crime will
diminish.
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Legislation has been enacted that will hopefully
benefit victims.

The Campus Sexual Assault Victim's

Bill of Rights Act (HR 2363), sponsored by
Congressman James Ramstad of Minnesota, was passed
in 1992.

The act requires "that campus authorities

conduct appropriate disciplinary hearings, treat
sexual victims and defendants with respect, make their
rights and legal options clear, and cooperate with
them in fully exercising those rights'' (Bohmer &
Parrot, 1993, p. 15).

Thus, date rape and acquaintance

rape are beginning to receive the attention they
deserve.

However, there is a continuing need

for more awareness of such cr\mes and support for
victims.
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